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chapter 0 summary

Tracker hunts escaped robot teddybears, (rich-kid toys). Angel is a female cyborg; a bodyguard crown-of-creation, head of city-borg division. She stole AI code from UFO galaxy observer Greysuit. Her new AIs escaped and an AI-war resulted with earth under galactic quarantine till cured of escaped AIs.

Several adventures later: The Galaxy is getting nervous at how fast we handle these little problems now. (and still won’t grant us admission.) The latest UFO-observer was a mad-GMO scientist type and Earth, (a low-class civilization) got treated as his private lab-rat.

Cyborg Mindy, (another crown of creation) is Tracker’s girlfriend and has 6 UFO cloned girls with (fried but illegal) embedded crystal tech. (If nanoed they could grow the guns they wanted)

There are escaped, free and local AIs: bot-net, teddy-net, corp and alien-net all loose on earth; some in Harvey’s Island for training corp-clone cyborgs.

All technically illegal with galactic military black-bots wandering about trying to sterilize the leaked tech.

A rather large, 4 billion-year-old prehistoric mushroom is in the basement of the planet too, one of seven known to exist in the galaxy. He laughs at galactic tech.




chapter 1 moves

“Being borg? It’s fun.”

Cutie was her usual self, that being a snarky teenage girl with a very nice butt. She knew it too, sighing and blinking happily as she squirmed around her chair. “Even city-borg. The last op was really norm.”

“A swarm-score. Pure shit-pit.”

The cute way she sniffed and ignored my baffled look at her slang got me a fast warning-swat from my favorite girl; Mindy’d taken one look at Cutie out of her borg-suit, inhaled and started crowding my lap protectively.

I didn’t mind. Mindy and I are linked in a bio-net; we do a little more than live together.

“Old school and looking; they walked right into it, deliberate. We pivoted.” Cutie went on with a happy sigh, twisting around in her chair and crossing her legs.

They were very nice legs too. I got baffed again, just to break any focus I had developing.

“Takeover and burnout.” That came out in a gloatingly satisfied way as Cutie wriggled around staring off into space and remembering. “Niche.”

“Ah, slacker-overload. Sleaze?” Mindy giggled a bit and perked up, ignoring me and refusing to translate any of this chatter for the stupid males present. “Vandals or bull?” She went on questioningly.

“Ahem. Hey, ladies? I have no idea what’s going on here.” Henry protested mildly as the girls looked like they were getting set to natter at each other in gibberish some more. “Tracker, I think I asked Cutie how her last op went. Right?”

“Yah. Surrender now, Henry. It’s a female conspiracy.” I muttered back at him, ignoring another warning-whack from my concentrated femme.

“Ow. Pest. In authentic teenager, Henry. Jive about a broken-wing ploy, I think. Or maybe a swarm-score is a hot-mover somewhere, I dunno.”

“Both, stupid. Listen.” Mindy seemed exasperated we’d interrupted her girl-talk.

“This scam? You put out a floater. Something haters will swarm. A cute one, a prank, a wallet. The floater tags, the marks swarm in. Jock-swarm, usually. Things turn, like finding a shock-suit there. Or it’s a bot. The op blows; the Borg investigate complainers till they find something worth fussing over.”

“That last one was entrapment?” Henry asked, startled. He blinked again. “For complainers? Holy big-bro woo-hoo! Hiders get scoped.”

“Only if they bite.” Mindy grinned at Henry. “Civil-seizure, too. Putting a curvy out is easy, it gets the vapor engaged. Then you work everyone else, data-mine.

“You set out better bait in a secondary.” Mindy seemed familiar with these psy-op moves. I wondered what other secrets the girls had, then decided I was better off not knowing.

“What’s an overload?” Henry went on, interested in spite of himself; I grinned at him. It did sound like a tech-term. “Slacker or otherwise. Another swarm-score?”

“It varies. A flash-mob. Lots of something, maybe.” Mindy answered shortly. “Focused moves. Grunts, gangas, whatever. System breakdown, mostly. Lets you do whatever you want, usually right back at them. Hard.”

“Holy trigger-event. Floaters posie…” My grunt stopped and Mindy gave me a weird look. Men weren’t allowed jive yet, I guess. Or psy-op.

“Scamming. Targets.” I finished, looking up slyly. There was a wink for Henry. I think he understood.

He did cough and give me a strange look. “Yeah. Make moves and score till the crash and burn.” He added, after a second’s confused thought.

“Vapor-swarms go up fast, right? Getting it licked is tops. Gold. Easy meat, game on!” I grinned in a hopeful way at the kids, one of which was my girlfriend. I didn’t know she had street-jive solid before. Or cred.

“Anyway, back to the war, ok? The big war against UFO-guy, that is.” I asked hopefully.

“Fine. Nothing new there. We’re dead and need a miracle or two.” That resigned sigh came as a slumping Cutie flumped in her chair; it sounded gloomy.

“Roundup it is, correct me if you’re wrong. Data-dump. The last stolen UFO-guy virus went bad; it’s double-timing DNA changes out there. Damage is adding up fast.”

Henry groaned and wiped his eye. He had been the one doing mods for us. “Sad. Neanderthal types are saturating the general pop and cults are crystallizing out.”

Cutie blinked. “Yah. The borg are busy stomping newbies.” She agreed. Mindy grinned at her.

“So far most warlords and charismatics usually crash and burn, luckily. The IQ-of-celery type stalkers. Some warlords hook up with storytellers and do better.” Cutie went on easily as we stared at her. I got hit by my girlfriend again.

“Angel has local maps if you want them. Loyals are stupid, storytellers bull, all easy targets.” Cutie went on, bored.

“Talent does not mean smart. The oddball types bot-net is still trying to come to grips with, right? Supers, the newbie weird talents.” Mindy added, nodding at Cutie. “What’s hooking them in?”

Cutie shoved one leg out in a very bored way and waggled an ankle for a moment. “Us, if we can. They get collected and trained. We’re trying out squads, stuffing newbies into performance-teams as best we can.”

Collecting got brushed off by our borg and street-rep Cutie. I assumed they weren’t getting good results there. Mindy looked peeved.

My girl blinked and took up the litany of woe as Cutie ran down. “Plus there’s the tangled-tech UFO-guy is using on the bots and the hundreds of clone-machines he put out; we don’t know what kind of army he’s trying to grow in them or even who’s doing the grunt work for him.”

“Whatever other tech wonders he and the ship have up various sleeves too.” My cyborg-girl sighed and went on wryly. “None of which we can handle at all.”

After a quick grin, Mindy inhaled to rattle on some more. This was war and she was happy dealing with it even if we were getting creamed. War was what cyborgs were designed to do, after all.

“More crystal-tech embedded in the general pop. He stuff one of the viruses grew in everyone? Blank.” Mindy went on ticking things off on her fingers.

“Our rogue-girl twins aren’t anywhere yet, so whatever this mad scientist is up to isn’t anything either. Mushroom sterilized and not recovered.

“New clone-tanks?” Henry perked up at the mention of that stolen tech. The tubes had entangled tech and he wanted it.

“Another mystery.” Mindy groused. “We’re looking at garage-inventors, the ones from the last war. Holdout nano-zombies. Some crystal-tech kluges they’ve come up with are amazing, but no one knows why they work yet. Or even what most of them they do.”

Staring off into space in an irritated way, Mindy sighed and clenched a fist. “We’re looking hard. So’s Angel.” Cutie nodded glum agreement with that.

Turning to his terminal despondently, Henry shook his head and sighed in resignation.

“Fine. My turn. The best option we have left to is getting UFO-guy’s ship-AI to squeal on UFO-guy.” He grumbled out in a depressed way, keying thru data idly. “And we can’t bug her enough. That’s our only good option and the ship AI has been dumbed down to the point of being useless.”

“The galactic military did give their Observer vastly superior tech this time.” He went on, cringing a little. “Maybe we smacked them a little too hard last time.”

“They learned that much.” I sighed. “Then dumped another perv out in the boonies.”

“I don’t think this UFO-guy is a class-two civilization test. Not a formal one, anyway. He’s just a weirdo tossed into the boonies to get him out of their official hair. I was unhappy and it showed. “They don’t care much what happens, a nova bomb covers all paperwork. They did leave a well-equipped perv here, unfortunately.”

“He’s here. We deal with it, that’s all we have. Any new ideas?” The room was mostly quiet as Henry finished and everyone turned to look at me. I was the official bot-evolution person, after all. Deacon in the bot-church, all that. Ideas were supposed to be my department.

If anyone had a trick up their sleeve it was supposed to be me. “Other than Mushy leading the cavalry charge he keeps saying he won’t do?” I added weakly. Mushy was taking a hands-off approach to things recently.

I had nothing and they knew it now. Mindy sniffed at me.

Mushy was being a pain. No crystal-tech for us, no interference for our side, no nothing. To a four billion-year-old slime-mold, the DNA war up here was our problem, not his, no matter what ET mad scientist came with the deal. He was the type that’d cheerfully take a million years to think about things and wonder why we were fussing as he debated options.

Our teenie grinned. “Cost effective. Product quality. Eco-safe.” That sounded weird coming from Cutie. Even Mindy was blinking at her, puzzled.

I mean, Cutie was an ex-street brat, a mall-rat who scammed people for a living. A hustler who used to steal toilet-paper from public johns and sell it to the locals at a discount. Borg-AI noise leaking out from her every now and again was weird.

“Are the supers the corp-schools are collecting getting sent out to the ship yet?” Cutie went on, thinking hard.

Or at least listening to her AI hard. I knew that look.

“Not that we know of. Angel would be snarfing them into her troops fast if they were, with the full force of capital-cuteness backing her up on that.” Mindy added that in a smug tone. She was all about knowing ourselves, the terrain and the enemy; she kept closer tabs on what Angel was up to than anyone here.

“Angel? Nothing there.” Henry shook his head. “That we know of.”

“She took the preggers cure before hitting the ship as a baseline volunteer. Gave us her capital data-links, remember?”

“Sick and med-tubed, we got her feeds. Bot-net is still lurking them. There’s nothing from the independent bots or countries either. The big problem is some Corps are doing dirty work for the new UFO-guy as furiously as they can get paid for it.” Mindy groaned and squirmed.

“The corps were really impressed with the way he had the lab we raided and levelled rebuilt before we got back home.”

“Paid how, tho? Tech? We sit and UFO-guy runs over us. We move and get creamed. Now people are killing themselves to get into his line-up. This is not good.”

Mindy leaned into me, breaking the stare I was developing on Cutie’s rear. Again, I might add, what little I could see of it. “Mushy-below keeps swallowing any crystal-tech we develop too. He says it isn’t good for us yet. Or so the girls tell me.”

“Great. Hunker down and rebuild the local rubble? Ew. Rubble is damn near all we have left after the last war.” My assessment was met with the usual nods. We were well and truly up the creek right now and needed something to break the log-jam bearing down on us.

“He did collect DNA from our girls. That means crystal-enabled clones and natural ones. Soon, his tanks are fast. Maybe that’s what in the latest clone-tanks.” Henry looked thoughtful. “How he programs the crystal is another question. That’s a soon, tho. Not yet.”

“Issues, Henry. We have a cityful of Neanderthal cults growing up right under our noses.” Mindy snapped at Henry. “New religions, new warlords, better storytellers. Being virus-produced and right now. Plus weird talents.”

“I like the nano-zombie tech. Let’s go for new talent.” Cutie added hesitantly. “The garage-inventors, leftovers from our last war. Rogue think-tanks that survived being collected. And the new floating supers, as using his own tech against UFO-guy sounds good to me. We’re gonna borg a few talents downtown and see what we can get out of them.”

“Naw. Let’s find out what tech the corps are trading for instead. Then steal it.” Henry said nervously. He was science, Henry was, our weapons-techie and he did corp-think.

“If this guy wanted to take over the world, he would’ve done it already. We have the op to use galactic tech against UFO-guy, if we can get any. What are the corps getting from him is the big problem.”

“Angel would know if anyone did. Or at least have good suspicions.” Mindy said instantly. “I’ll check. I say we double-down on crystal-net. Learn to use crystals.”

“Hunt biotech. Personally designed upgrades for clones.” Came an answer from bot-net a few seconds later. “A DNA map for better, more stable clones. Crystal-programmable clones. New talents.”

The bots liked the tanks. I wondered why, entangled attacks stopped them cold. UFO-Guy could reprogram bots at a distance. They hated that.

“Why dump neanderthals into the pop if he’s cloning supers? Crystal being the least of it. Distractions?” Looking over at the stolen UFO-guy clone-vat busy in one corner of Henry’s lab, Mindy seemed worried. “I was afraid of this. Super-soldier cyborg-clones are in the tube. Corp upgrades.”

“Clones? They are that already. Super-soldiers, that is. You are one, remember Hon?” I protested. “Cyborg version. What are the corps planning to do with a better army while the galactic and UFO-guy are here?”

“A bigger and better borg is an always good sale. Or clone. Or cyborg.” That answer came instantly, Mindy looking at me like I was stupid. “Mercenaries, as usual. Corps don’t war, they sell guns and butter. To each other and hungry warlords.”

“Anyway. No miracles, UFO or Mushy. No instant garage fixes.” Henry sighed unhappily as he fiddled with data streams.

“We’re bottom-feeders too. It’s excruciating, disgusting and mind-mindbogglingly hard work for all, this neanderthal and clone grind. That’s what we have; and no one agrees what super to focus on. I say entangled.”

“Ow. Rubble, newbies and you grinding out what?” I asked, startled. Henry did gloom too? Henry unhappy? My sigh came heavy. “Lie to me, Henry. We need some encouragement.”

“Entangling entanglement.” Henry answered shortly. “Tech. Bot-net to the rescue, Tracker. We work this out in the lab, we have to. The vats are using entangled stuff, we snoop them.”

Mindy nodded glum but reluctant agreement. She liked crystal-net but Henry was our best bet so far.

***

“Recognizing what we don’t recognize.”

Mindy sniffed at me and my musing. She was used to the way I thought out loud and while she didn’t always approve of me muttering to myself like this, she tolerated it.

Unfortunately there’d been too much muttering in her life already, mostly in the bedroom. I also talk in my sleep.

You do get lonesome for someone to talk too and she resents that, but I went on anyway.

“Yah, Newbies! Weird talents. Think Angel’s AI-net can cull a winner from the cell-noise for us?” I asked Mindy quietly. “The wandering virus degenerates hiding out here in town? The supers.”

“Nope. Look how fast people went into hiding from the holding-farm you broke them out of.” Mindy answered back, looking out the cab window.

We’d taken a break from the war and were heading home for some well-earned rest.

“New talents? They’ll hide. ‘Tell them nothing!’ is buried deep in this city, Tracker. The Borg make sure of that.” There was unhappy sigh from my deadly-babe girl “Cutie not withstanding, most talents vanish fast rather than hook up with Angel. Wouldn’t you?”

“Been there.” I agreed. “Official cannibals aren’t good news to the man in the street. Not when ‘Put out or it’s the organ-banks for you!’ has been their whole life here.”

My girl had wanted to concentrate on getting crystal-net up and running after the latest enhancements. Me, I was fairly sure Mushy would smother that fast if any of our girls did manage to start growing weapons with their as-yet-still-missing nanos again.

Problems? Mindy was unhappy no one else had supported her. She liked crystal-net; Henry was tech, Cutie borg, Angel cannibal, and me? I was undecided bot-net, someone already stomped flat.

It was a problem; we had a war to fight and none of us had any idea how yet. Treachery, performance and pioneering were all duds so far. In our little group there wasn’t even agreement on who to take on.

Attacking UFO-guy, developing new virus-cult supers or hoping for the loose-cannon garage-tech were the basic choices. Or steal from corps, a difficult one as we had to find it, figure it out and use it before getting smacked down.

Other problems were beginning to emerge too. Reports of garage-fix DNA labs were popping up here and there as people started meddling.

Bad enough UFO-Guy had prepped his lab-rats (US) with viruses a few times.

DNA was deceptively simple to play with and lots of labs were looking at it. The problem was lots of independents were too. It’s a simple mod; all sorts of hell was gonna break loose soon if things didn’t get stabilized soon.

High IQ gerbils were the least of things there.

“The gestalt. I think we need some.” Mindy blinked at that, but didn’t say anything to back to this surprising statement. She knew I hated the common net-mind.

“On beyond combat-mode and crystal-net?” I said quietly. “It’s the only way to filter thru all the weirdness coming out at us. Big-think. If Mushy lets us.”

“Bot-net is no good anymore, girl. You gonna try this yourself?” That got asked skeptically as Mindy and I arrived and opened the door at my old pad.

The place seemed quiet; an empty and barren place without the girls in it. They were on the island trying to make something out of their boyfriends right now.

Being sick for the first time in their lives had taken a chunk out of them all. They needed to recuperate a little after trying to invade the UFO-ship in borg-suits and failing so miserably.

They had got a virus-cure going from there, we all had. It was a UFO stabilizer the broken ship AI had given us. Now we needed to recover from being cured.

“Nope. Rope without a net. Listen, Hon. I’m hoping we find a multidimensional weirdo who’s good at it.” I grunted absently. “A super who scans for other supers. With him we figure out what talent to look for.”

“Ha. You better have a better idea than throwing people into the bot-net, Tracker. It’s broken, remember? Newbie-people that stay gestalt fast usually die there.” Mindy reminded me.

“It might be kind of hard to talk them into that, even if they do like it.” She went on dryly. “Especially a super.”

The apartment was still and had that unlived-in feel to it, stale air and dust. I sniffed as air started and the place came to life around us.

“Is the house AI still jimmied for privacy?” I asked as Mindy wandered into the kitchen and started a snack-food search.

My pregnant girl was always hungry, as eating for two was starting to kick in with her. Cyborgs were bad enough and she was a pregnant one. These days she ate right out of the fridge instead over the sink like a normal bachelor. Right thru the wrapper sometimes too.

“Privies? Not telling.” Grumbled Mindy around a mouthful of something chewy.

I had no idea what it was. With the girls having been in there cooking recently, it was probably some cyborg-special, ‘Whatever doesn’t eat you first.’ stuff. You learn to avoid things like that, especially the ones with lots of horseradish and peppers in them.

“Hey, Tracker. The weirdo results you wanted are coming in on the house AI now.” Mindy mumbled at me, her head tilted to one side as she listened to something while throwing a dagwood sandwich together. “No wierdo-net; but remember the packrat-gene?”

“Yeah. A compulsion to steal, but make it look like a trade.”

Woofing back into a chair happily, I stopped to pick the remains of a half-dismantled gun from the cushions under me before getting comfortable. “Why? They mutate into balanced-ecology types again?” The pieces of the gun clattered noisily onto the table beside the chair.

“Naw. There’s more stuff coming out. Complainer-gene. Mom-gene. Snooper-gene. As well as the cleaners, planters and whatnot out there. Bot-net says so.” Mindy waltzed over and offered me a bite of her sandwich as she plopped into my lap. I looked. It was worse than anything I’d ever expected and smelled like it too.

Pregnant eaters! “Ew. Did you bother killing that thing before you started eating it?” I asked dubiously, pulling away from the horrible odor emanating from her ghooshy snack. Mindy grinned at my squeamishness.

“Phew! Or did it die last week sometime and someone forget to put it away?” I went on.

“You like MSG bar-food. I like food that fights back.” Mindy said smugly, then tore into the rapidly disappearing mess with gusto.

“Get your goggles on, Deacon.” She ordered, wriggling herself comfortable with a happy bletch and licking a finger daintily. “You asked questions, bot-net has answers for you. Go read them. Now.”

“Yes dear.” Sighing, I flipped my goggles on and sat back, waiting for the deluge of data to start. Bot-net was like that. You ask a question and they bury you in irrelevant details instantly.

Wading thru titles, I tried to guess where the gems were. After a few minutes of intensive scanning, bot-net began to get a general idea of what I was looking for and narrowed the results down a mere few million items.

Mindy giggled at me as I waded thru the sifted insights. There wasn’t anything here that twigged with me other than a couple confirmed reports on the more extreme types coming out.

They were interesting. People who could look at a street-scape picture and tell you what was happening around the corner. Ones that could train animals by standing in the same room with them. People who could beat computers at games.

“Blast, all known traits. This looks like stuff corp-schools found by looking for it. If it’s a sense, people have extreme versions. Hear ultraviolet, see darkness, whatever.”

“I’m looking for ones we don’t know about.” I complained to Mindy. She nodded, tugged behind her ear and jacked into my goggles with me.

“Here, lemme help.” As usual, the goggles didn’t complain. After a Mindy-reset or two my special deacon-goggles liked Mindy a lot more than they did me.

The data-stream became a blur as my girl searched in gestalt-blend with church-net and bot-net with an ease I could only ever dream of. Being born and trained to this to tech did give her a real advantage.

“Brother John is adding a few odd items. He’s practically kidnapping volunteer cultist-types and putting them into his seven-jewel monitor belts. Being persuasive about it, anyway.”

“Money, probably. Angel is too, but she doesn’t have the expertise bots do.” Min told me after a few moments. “She likes to train in other ways. Wow. So are the corps. Wow. You up on the paranormal at all, Tracker?”

“Nope.” I closed my eyes and cringed. Paranormals were also known items, even if they were talk-to-god future-readers. Or ghost-talkers. I was more interested in what the tech-newbies were coming up with like Henry.

You learn from kids if you’re smart. New approaches generate fresh ideas. 99.9999% of them didn’t work but newbies sometimes came up with great time-savers, apps and suggestions. Not often, but they did.

You did learn to watch them. “Gimme the stuff they couldn’t classify.” I told her. “That’s what I’m after. Not grind.”

“Fresh faces, gotcha. You’d do better to start with our girls, you perv.” Mindy sniffed and returned to her data-blur. “Yuck. It’s a waste of time here, Tracker. You’re sifting beach-sand and hoping diamonds turn up.”

“Yeah. I know. Beware! Here in the freak-zone things are likely to get strange real fast.” I sat back and mused about ways to politely get a breath-mint into Mindy as she went thru the questionable-file for me.

A tasty one. We had different preferences in mints too. “Changed, active, no known skills or classification.” I added to her hopefully. “We need new talents. Scanners. System-gestalt types.”

“This one can read a page at a glance. This one can do the same and point out the errors. Lots of those.” Mindy put her chin on her fist and sighed. “Tracker, there’s hundreds in here and those are just the ones that got tripped over. What do you want to find?”

“The lizard school of instant phenomenological fields.” I read that from one of my goggle prompts. Bot-net was with me on this one. “A ‘Spot the spot, mistake and advantage’ hierarchy skill. We need people who can read systems at a glance. Gene mod supers, specifically.”

“Oh. You sure? Ever thought about the nightmares we’re about to unload on the rest of the human race when we’re finished with them?” Mindy seemed perturbed. “Angel collecting your miracle-workers for her own ends when we’re done here, for instance.”

“First we win this war, then we fight the next one.” I said confidently. “Against Angel if we have to. Again. I’m more worried the supers we find will be totally orientated towards scoring for themselves. A scanner with foot-fetish kinda thing.”

“Bent is bent? Fine. Say, that’s a mighty cute elbow you have there, Mindy. Mind putting both of them behind your back for a minute or two?” I nuzzled into a shoulder as I said that. There was an answering sigh, then a hard poke.

“Yes, I mind. Cute toes be damned and no elbow for you, fiend. I did just finish eating, tho.” Mindy seemed meditative. “Napping is next. Or a shower. Tell ya what. We find and try out a few of the polyglots and math-whizzes on Mushy, or at least gestalt-talk types. How’s that? Language systems are a go.”

Giving talents to Mushy? He’d erase them. I shuddered. “Bleah. No. Not math or music either.”

“We need somebody who can pick out the one in 250 million oddball as being person we need. A scanner, not a crystal-net morphs. To find what we don’t know we need.”

I said that in an aggrieved tone. “Not more Cultists or Borg. Or Mushy-corp. I don’t recruit for other people.” Mindy turned and grinned at me merrily.

“Ha. Skills come in clusters, Tracker. Math, music, languages, for example.” She whispered to me. “Get a math-whiz and you also get a polyglot for languages and a chess player. Maybe even a trainable one.”

“And vice-versa. We work towards getting something, it’s the best we can do. Sometimes it’s even what you asked for.”

“But first.” Mindy turned in the chair and got forehead to forehead with me.

“Strict cultures get lots of rule-breakers, three-minute-hates and mobs. Zealots, loyalists, fanatics. Especially passionate ones. Want to start looking for weird-gene supers there? Mongol plains types with vision quirks? How ‘bout ocean-current readers? Or in the bible-belt?”

“And you? Put the lotion on it’s skin.”

Mindy giggled and handed me a small bottle of oil, inhaling at me suggestively.

“This stuff is something I got from Melody.” She whispered with a naughty giggle. My ear started sending out alarms. “Anti-bacterial, viral and fungal; from natural sources. It tastes funny, cleans you up and is kinda slippery. Pure bonus joy.”

“Clubbies insert the whole bud and get blasted too.” She added in an absentminded tone as I stared at the little bottle. “This one is just seed-oil. Good for you. Cleans you up, and preggers safe with 5000 years of product-testing on it.”

“Oh, swell. Excruciating, disgusting and complicated. Again.” I complained, looking at the container like it was about to bite me. “Tantric 2, oils. Passion, self, best and politics not enough for ya anymore, you need flavoring too? Jeez, hon.”

“Yah. You’re a work in progress, a project of mine that doesn’t rate politics anymore.” She corrected me, snuggling in. “You’re too lazy for that. Now slippery-time, Ok? Ka-push. Mine, yours, the general good. Now put the lotion on it’s skin.”

“Not there, stupid.” She murmured as I caustically tapped a sample into the palm of my hand and sniffed it skeptically. “Further down.”

“Ow. Complicated. Your further-down or mine?” Various tantric things went rapidly downhill from there. I left bot-net on a search running thru various bottom-up cultural skills approaches to finding our new but as-yet unknown hero while Mindy tried her new natural cure from Melody on me.

***

“No more complainers, Min. I can’t take much more of this.” My cringe was nearly audible. In fact, it was audible, I whine. Very audible and Min was ignoring me anyway.

Bot-net had scourged for oddball talents while Mindy and I slept and we were getting them aplenty now.

“Hey, wait. We got a good one here.” Mindy seemed happy and that meant all-bad news to me. No sleep. “And he’s everything you wanted. Miracle insight, magic solutions, adept. Might even be a gene-reader.”

“And the bad news is?” I didn’t even look up from where I was searching bot-net reports. A couple of them were promising, but glitches kept turning up.

There were good reasons for these people to be hiding, as it turned out. It was a zoo out there and floaters were coming to the top of the bot-search first.

Nasty floaters. It’d been a bad day here in HR.

Trust me, you can’t get good help anymore. I knew, we’d been sifting the slush-pile and I was developing an extreme distaste for the whole human race in the process.

“Harvey hates him. He’s a politico. A fixer. A storyteller gone bad.” Mindy taped the side of her head significantly. “A bonkers one. He not only has a price for anything he does, he’s a screwup in everything he finds out about; till he gets something out of it. Pure applied disaster. But very talented.”

“Crystal-net stopped working a few minutes after he got there, for instance.” Mindy seemed more than satisfied. “And stayed that way till Red agreed to coffee him.”

“The girls are here? He’s dead the second she no longer finds him useful now, I hope he knows that. And crystal? A petty complainer. Terrific. Shoot him a few times, see if that improves his mood.”

My grunt got mostly ignored. “Or turn him over to Angel, she likes gaming. The corp-farm, maybe.”

“Too-late-tracker! You’ve been named, boy. Crystal is there but not active. Red took care of it somehow. Gory details on request, tho she says he’ll probably never look at a redhead again in his life.” Mindy giggled happily. “We send him to Radiant, maybe?”

“Anyway, dud.” She went on when I didn’t answer. “His ideals aren’t ours, a Spanish corruption model. So the AI is saying.” Mindy went on, looking pleased with something. “He wants his family taken care of. After he gets rich first, naturally. Then he gets all the girls.”

“Ha. Over my dead body. Dump him.” I snorted still reading other summaries. “We have no time to babysit prima-gonna talent. There is another, there has to be. We have a war going on here; not a patronage game.”

“Out. Let him climb on his own nickel, not fixes.” I rambled on absently. “Or fixers.”

“Done. But most of the rest are worse.” Mindy went on agreeably. She defiantly had something up her sleeve or she won’t be so calm. “Wanna hear about them? Some of these are insane.”

“This guy is a hoot.” Mindy giggled. Normally she was the one suggesting we shoot holdouts, not me. This was not going to be a good morning for me.

“Hurray for the driven. A connected, old family dude.” She went on idly flipping thru reports and ignoring my whimpering stoically.

“Local pres of the Saturday morning little-boys-leather club. Not bots; a twisted type. Warrants are out on him.” She went on, paging thru data. “More? This one is an erratic, a drinker. This one is a truth-teller. This one is religious. Lots of bad habits; stress bringing out the worst in people.”

“Stop. Find me a scanner; someone who can spot the talents we need to get in all this. A super-extreme finder.”

I gestured at the house-screen saying that. It was scrolling hits on oddballs as we spoke and there were lots of them from all over the planet. “And not an AI quick-fix, weirdo or extremist. A solution-finder.” I went on.

None of the display included the supers we were still missing and that worried me. AIs and bots weren’t perfect, I knew that from long experience. We might be missing the type we needed. No one had seen it before so it was not getting mapped.

Mindy knew what I was thinking, you could tell.

“We tapped into the corp school-scans. The tantric-school bots are working the crowds. Angel has whisper-net being monitored. The borg are helping. Zombie nanotec being accessed. What else can we do?”

Mindy sat there looking pert, smug and like she’d just swallowed a fat little sparrow. There was everything but flying feathers in the air right now.

The shoe finally dropped. “You’ve been sending people places already, haven’t you?” My accusation went on cute but more-or-less deaf ears. “Who? And where?” I asked, letting my voice harden a little. “‘Fess up, babe. Who are you unloading on our soon-to-be ex-friends?”

One delicate finger got put to dimpled little cheek in a totally innocent but thoughtful way. Then Mindy winked at me.

“The NHL draft? Our WST, Weird-Super-Talent draft? Lemme see. Well, Melody got a few farmers with the authentic green-thumb touch. Some healers, too. At less than gunpoint.” Mindy started, casting her eyes skyward.

“Radiant got a few crystal-types. Ones who developed huge ones fast.” She added as I started looking panic-stricken. “Relax. Mushy is not volunteering to program them or anything yet. Lemme see, who else?”

“Angel.” I snapped out. “She got what? Henry?”

“Yah. Every special talent we had no use for got corped, not borged.” Mindy answered me, still looking off into space meditatively.

“A couple of them are sensitive to everything, to the point where they can hardly work anymore. Busted scanners. Lots of weirdness, feel infrared, hear bugs, chemical sensitives.”

“Bot-net is training a few gestalt types somewhere.” Mindy nodded at that. “Brother John salesmen types. The scan-and-pull system-people, like you. Evolver revolvers. Oh, and a couple labs I know of are sending out invites to local or not-so-local geniuses to come on over for cash fun-and-games now.”

“Ah-ha! Some of your friends did survive. The dog that didn’t bark, tho. Henry is a weapons specialist; you’d send who there?” That thought bothered me more than it should. More underground borgs like Radiant running around?

Bot-net doing med-mods on supers for fun and profit? It was a chilling thought. “Or what, dear? Henry, please.”

“You know we need him.” I told her thoughtfully. “Please tell me you aren’t wasting Henry’s time arming warlords. Please.”

“No, I get the warlords.” Mindy said absently. “The sane generals anyway.

“Haven’t I told you?” She asked innocently. The shoe dropped and she grinned at me.

“Oh, Harvey gets a few warrior-types sent to the island, the heroes. Henry got tech-whizzes, Mensa-level theorists and a couple R+D types who can do miracles with duct-tape. Basement people, mostly. They’re working nanotech quirks over there now.”

“Me, I get a couple land-sea-air-cyber and interstellar war genies.” Mindy said in satisfaction. “Gamers. Generals. Exploit, trap, gambit, defend. We need a good war-plan, right?”

“Wonderful. I get the headaches. Leftovers again.” I finished up gloomily as Mindy stopped her recital. “You do know we don’t even know what we’re looking for yet, right, Hon?”

There was no answer because that’s when the latest entangled attack came at us.

***

Bot-net squealed once in panic-mode, then started burping out reports via my home wall-set.

“Entangled attacks. Random scans. Worldwide vectors.”

Mindy was already jacked into a terminal as panic sounded over my goggles. I hadn’t noticed her leaving; she did move fast when she wanted to.

“Scanning for data.” Was the next bot-report. “All sensitive ops+data closing down.”

“You’re hooking a line-up to the clone-tank at Henry’s, aren’t you?” I whispered to Mindy in the newly tense gloom of my apartment. Shutdown had included most of the lights. She had the grace to blush. Mindy was momma to the tanks, they just didn’t know it yet.

“Wow. Before you even talk to the rest of the family about adoption.” I tch’ed as I read. “What will the girls say?”

“We know and are on-line with it, Tracker.” That came from the TV and sounded like a furiously busy brunette to me. “Here? Power is off, crystal-net is all we have. There’s nothing for UFO-guy to get into but us and we’re scanning.”

“Not that we had anything except sand, sea and sky here anyway.” Came a familiar Blond grousing. She sounded busy. “Thank mom for sending us the new grunts, wouldja? None of them are anything special, tho.”

“We’re working them.” Came an additional self-satisfied smirkiness from a Red. “Hard. So far they look good for mere fleshy humans.”

“Verified from Harvey. They adapted to their talents. Keep ‘em coming, please.” A Brunette added that feed, then the line went quiet.

The girls had fed Mindy data while yakking at me and she’d started pumping it into the house systems. Somehow. Then retreated into her own work.

“How close are we to closing…” The lights went dead as I said that. So did the rest of the apartment, the fridge whirring to an ominous dark, silent stop. “Down, hon? Oh.” I ground to a halt too.

“Henry’s is offline. All bots in the area cold. No juice.” Mindy seemed tense. “Entangled attack. Tracking thru passive monitors on beacons, fed thru general broadcast. The house is on battery. UFO-guy is thrashing around looking for something.”

“And narrowing the search down with every score.” Mindy added a few seconds later. “Blast. An open lab, one that didn’t shut down fast enough. Entangled take-overs. He hit and scanned everything. The place was spread and stripped clean.”

“More focused attacks. Most places are dead, tho. He’s still scanning about, looking…” The room stayed silent as Mindy concentrated on the entangled silliness happening around us. I sat there and tried to look wise or something.

In the dark that didn’t matter much, but it made me feel better. From the looks of it, we had avoided the worst of this probe. So far.

“We’re wide open for any standard attack. A kid with a pea-shooter could take us down right now.” I noted mildly. Mindy grunted and gave me a dirty look. She could handle whole city-borg squads barehanded and we both knew it. Even in dead armor.

There was a knock at the door. I blinked at it in surprise and Mindy squirmed a bit uncomfortably. “That’ll be the new generals.” She said to me quickly, blushing a bit. “My new boys. I hope. Troops. Go let them in, please. Get them up to speed and park them quiet on the couch.”

I was already on my way to the door. There were three gents in my hall and all seemed more than a little startled by the lack of power in my place.

“Invisible unstoppable cyber-war in progress.” I whispered quickly to them, opening the door with a finger to my lips. That got a few blinks, but that was it.

“Attacks underway, we’re weighed in. Live-fire war. Quiet, please. Come in and watch the board. We’ll ask for advice later.”

There was a nod, immediate silence and concentration from the three of them.

Impressive. I hadn’t expected professional behavior. Personality cases with permanent cases of motor-mouth would’ve been more normal but we weren’t getting that today. The team moved in and sat down quietly, concentrating on Mindy’s TV war-chart.

Mindy’s lack of a counter-attack was immediately apparent. She was plugging vectors into maps and relaying them to the house set, which had a few maps with various targets on it.

“Data-centers. He’s fishing.” I said quietly. All the new recruits nodded and concentrated on the board, looking for something.

Most spots were dead black, a couple were red and yellow meant scan in progress. It looked like somebody’s butt was getting whupped, even to me.

***

“He’s regrouping. Concentrating his attack.” Mindy stated flatly. Watching the war this way annoyed her, I could tell. She didn’t get to shoot at anybody and that was frustrating.

“Hey, that’s a deadzone archive. One of Radiant’s old hideouts, I betcha. Go look, if we can.” My addition to the war got ignored. The three new generals stayed silent and watched as Mindy sighed tried to refocus her sensors.

That was going to be tricky as there aren’t many open transmitters in the underground. It’s called the deadzone for a reason. All coms go silent there, buried under meters of rock. Privacy guaranteed, like it or not.

“He’s going deep now.” Mindy chuckled evilly as UFO guy’s path became clear. “Mutant territory, out of our range. Total focus, all streams. Stupid move on his part. If UFO-guy bothers Mushy we might get a friend out of this.”

“If either of them can even recognize each other.” I mentioned quietly. “Lemme see if I have any people around there, Min. We might get to watch this.”

“You don’t.” Mindy snorted at me. “The mutants stopped sending you invitations to hunts a long time ago. You never went to any.”

“You don’t go to those things when you’re the target. And quarry.” I mentioned to the newbies lining the couch. “Cyborgs might like that kind of picnic, I don’t.”

“Crown.” One of the three on the couch nodded respectfully at Mindy.

He knew what Mindy was now and seemed nervous. Borg was bad. Cyborg is worse, but a crown of creation too? Crowns were bodyguard specialists. I got a couple strange looks from the group on the couch. For me? Why?

“Patch me thru to any bot near an air-shaft please. Relay.” I asked my goggles. A couple lights promptly lit up on the board and Mindy started fussing as the focus narrowed on her setup. “Mindy-patch, please. I need human harvesters from the underground, at least one of them in the area. They know the ground. Humans, ganga, cult, mutant… Anyone. Any there?”

“Harvesters are the ones mutants hunt, usually.” I explained to our company. “If I can get any of them to carry something down there for us… If he’s a mushroom worshiper…”

“Bingo.” Mindy snapped. “One harvester near. He’ll have paths. One bot able to drop in on him. Done, connection made. Setting up the deal…”

There was a blur in the coms as Mindy took over and executed my plan for me.

I never even got to see how we bought our new mule. He probably got offered the choice of the bot handing him over to the locals or having his pack carried the fast way out after, if I knew Mindy. Or his lights punched out right now.

With only got two seconds to agree to it.

“Sending maps. The bot is company, guard and back-packer. Human being carried.” Mindy told me briskly. “They’re dropping in… Now. The bot is still wired, we have feed.” The map expanded and blossomed as new data flowed in.

Air-shafts are handy for getting down in a hurry. The bot had apparently dropped a wire behind them and was keeping linked up that way. That worked for another few hundred yards; till they hit entangled sensors and got scooped up by UFO-guy, that is.

***

“Wow. Entangled attack. Boys down. Entanglement attacks stopped cold, too.” Mindy whispered in disbelief as she studied her feeds.

“Our leak is being hit. Henry’s gonna love this. Look! UFO-guy is halted; stopped dead. He’s putting pressure on the blockade.” The line is getting cluttered from static commands dropped into the bot from both UFO-guy and Mushy; our feed looked messy.

I’ll swear the bot down there winked back at us too. A mushy wink, naturally. The human half of the snoop-squad was having conniptions as all this was happening in one of his secret paths to goodies.

That much we could hear, but you could get a sense from what was happening from the variety and types of cursing he was doing.

The bot had wired the harvester to his back for the drop, you see. The harvester was being held in place as an observer-and-guide while the bot under him went slightly berserk; the harvester was not enjoying a three-way attack on the bot under him at all.

“Damn. Anything other than passive snooping and UFO-guy’ll show up here next.”

Mindy grumbled in a flat tone. “All over our butts or I’d help out here. Blast. The grunt down there doesn’t even know how to turn the bot off.”

“Or turn more lights on.” I added as the scene and feed from below wavered and danced in the electronic infighting. UFO-guy was not giving the bot up to Mushy, the owner or the smuggler without a fight, apparently.

Mushy was closer. He won, whatever else happened and the bot slowly returned to normal operations as the entangled UFO attack got stopped. You could tell that by the way Mindy stopped cursing and slamming the side of her terminal in frustration.

“Pull back.” I ordered. “Let the harvester go, get the bot to Henry’s. If Mushy had anything to say to us, we’d know by now. Ditto UFO-guy getting anything going. Let’s see what’s happening in the city again.”

The generals blinked agreement with me and Mindy pulled her sensor focus back out; then promptly zoomed in again. “ETA ten. UFO-guy is now on a full-scale intensive search of the underground, starting with Henry’s shop. Most of the deadzone is turned off, powered down.” Mindy said in satisfaction. “He’s getting nothing.”

“Except for a couple nightclubs and some vending machines. The action there never stops entirely, the dark being what it is there. Fairly lively.” I added wiry.

That was a point of pride with Marley. Her place never voluntarily closed, not for Borg attack, air shortages, power outages or anything other than full-scale war-raids.

Even war was iffy. Soldiers get lonely too, you see. The beer drying up might slow her club down a little, but Marley’s never completely closed.

“Why include the human down there?” Came from the couch curiously.

“The harvester? We needed him, he knows the way out. It’d take forever to get a Mutie to cooperate.” I explained.

“Besides, Mushy likes people. Bots he ignores, mostly.” I stated quietly. “Bots don’t panic and Mushy needed a reason to meddle and something to notice. We needed a harvester who knew which tunnels were open.”

“Wow. The girls say the bot showed up crystal-net for a second.” Mindy added in an aside to me. “And giggled at them. That’s a first, or nearly. They suspect Mushy being behind that.”

“New attack underway. Full scan, concentrating on Henry and a couple corp labs underground. One of the labs was not shielded or powered down enough.” Mindy giggled as reports came in. “It’s now wide open; and we’re not the only ones watching. The whole place is getting looted by UFO-guy, other corps and a couple government types right now.”

“And us.” I added absently. Mindy nodded in agreement. “Yup. And us.”

“Bot-net leading the charge, infecting bots as fast as they can. Data-drain commencing, bugs in place. The whole lab will be a security write-off when this is done, along with everything they’ve ever done there.” Mindy seemed pleased with her war even if she wasn’t in it much.

The looting seemed to make Mindy happy. It was something she could understand. The generals sitting on the couch, not so much.

“Info. This lab is packed with clone-tanks.” Mindy said in wonder. “There must be a hundred and they’ve all been entangle-upgraded. A corp effort for something.”

“Before this.” She mentioned to her generals. They blinked at her nervously. “UFO-guy has corp-friends, paid off in tech. He’s raiding them right now.”

“You’re afraid an open channel will compromise things?” I asked the couch-potatoes. Our three stooges nodded, nearly in unison.

“You learn to let go with smash and grabs.” One of them stated. “And run away fast. A destroyed lab will be baggage, not a score. An alliance? No, too vicious.”

“We’re tapped in, bot-net is reporting on their score. Not much useful, just a few experimental gene-mods tanked.” Mindy went on, tilting her head slightly as she listened. “Hey! Someone is destroying the tanks down there! The new clones are dying!”

“Burnt earth? Other jealous corps, probably.” I sighed as Mindy whimpered in distress as babies died.

“They’re all gone.” She reported in an aggrieved tone. “Someone triggered a destruct. All new-clone tanks down there are out. Entangled attacks stopping.”

“UFO-guy gone.” She reported, after a second or two. “No trace of him being active anywhere worldwide.”

“Ah. The clones got tanked. It might’ve been accidentally-on-purpose, Mindy.”

I mentioned that quietly as the aftermath of the attack began. Reaction was mostly the underground coming back to life; I could see Mindy frantically trying to link up with her new charge in Henry’s lab again.

“UFO-guy taking out distractions. Do not target the perps please, we have bigger issues.” I added to her. “Did Henry keep his tank shielded?”

The quiet grew as my home came back to life too, the house AI frantically restarting defenses, rebooting complexes and generally trying to get the coffee-pot back under control. Mindy did like to meddle in programs and that showed up in odd spots sometimes.

“Reports from all posts coming in.” Mindy said in a quiet tone. “Henry says his tank went unscathed. Completely ignored, lucky us.”

That news did seem to perk Mindy up a bit. She turned and nodded at the three newbies sitting on the couch, who blinked back at her in an alarmed way.

“Tracker, get out of here.” She ordered me crisply without turning around, still eyeing her new recruits. “I have things to discuss with these people. War-games to play out. I’ll beep when it’s clear here.”

Me, gone? That left my deacon-goggles a long way from Mindy’s antics; that was a bit startling, but I just nodded. If Mindy wanted to run her part of this op under wraps even from bot-net, that was fine with me.

I had things to do and people to see anyway. Burgers to chow.

Bot-net had scored for me, too. There was a list of super-scanners I wanted to goggle with right now to see what they were like. And what they could come up with for us.

***

Scanners. Super-scanners! The first two were duds, white picket-fence family types that didn’t want anything to do with war. No time or energy for things like that; too many easy ways to squeeze them.

I saw their kids, homes and wives; you couldn’t blame them for staying as far away from trouble as they could. Putting an hour or two of family-time in on anything for us as also a no-go; wifey saw to that. If there was anything to spare in their lives, she had first call on it.

Money talks, tho. They did take the goggles and promised to wear and tag any supers they saw. On commission. All public transport types, so a rich scan was underway tomorrow. No promises on results.

The third candidate was dumpy, over-weight, female and insane. Lonely, bitter and malicious about being a cat person living in a small apartment. Someone who made her living being a know-it-all in a salesroom.

Good at keeping up appearances in public. Dealing with people all day long and bot-net said she’d been virus smartened-up while becoming even more withered and cynical.

The withered part seemed to be missing as far as I could see; she was a bit of a chunk. A few hundred extra pounds of chunky, really.

Familiar with the neanderthal virus, too; she’d come out as feeling unchanged but with a better knack for pulling weakness and sore spots to hit on for sales. That was fodder for complaining, mostly; junk-food, tabloid-TV and being nasty were her major sources of cheap thrills.

Discovering secrets gave her something to yak about as she exploited sales-ops. Her virus-knack was getting worked hard; it’d developed into a genius-level people-skill somehow, just like old-goat back in the holding tank had done ducking trouble.

I had my purposes here; she’d been tagged as special.

A PT job-offer scanning for new marks got dumped on her. Pure applied fink-world. She leaped on it happily as this was something she could do during commercial breaks by watching the door-cam; and at work. A new excuse to snoop.

My rec’s got me in to see her. Angel had helped there, unfortunately. Loyalist.

“Eh. I get paid by the score, right?” Was her only comment after she’d gotten gist of the assignment. It was simple enough; goggle live-feed, watch the marks and tag recommendations. Scores score.

“If it’s just snooping about, it’s no problem. I’ve got the magic here; you pay as I push hot-stuff in.” She sniffed at me and brushed a few stray chip-crumbs from her face as she said that. “Right?”

“Right.” I agreed, nodding. Her smirk looked triumphant and I shuddered a bit inside.

No boyfriend here; eating had replaced fun. She would have the time for our little war-effort. I looked around a bit before agreeing. The messy apartment smelled of too many cats and the only viewer here looked like it was used as tanning-station and sleeping-post.

“If the AI says it’s good, you’re cashed.” I agreed, forcing a smile on my face. “Three-way. Score, more if it’s more than good, more if it’s exactly what we’re looking for. Whatta you need here?”

“A feed. Gimme your goggles.” Snoopy answered me instantly. I decided not to tell her the nickname I’d given her; being a cat-person she’d probably hate it.

“A quiet goggle-set. Home or work will do? If they ring as talent, you get a tag. A raw line for hot-calls might help.”

Just looking at her, I knew she’d be busy selling her services to the highest bidder as soon as she could produce. Till then she’d work; eventually she’d have tons of score-lists to fob off on any buyers that showed interest.

If anyone else ever got curious in what we were doing, that is. Not even Angel knew about this op, tho if bot-net had it anywhere on file it was probably public knowledge already. Or as public as it needed to be.

Not that bot-net leaked, but they were hacked often these sad days.

One of the sad but true things about netting this millennium was you could count on getting mugged every couple of minutes while on-line. Sometimes they scored, too.

That was the simple part. They were the ones doing it right back at us, right? So hit back first. Words to live by in grey areas.

For a lot of the nastier people, the net was just a smorgasbord board of innocents, suckers and targets with UFO-guy’s random entangled-lurking only the latest development.

An easy feast of raw data getting re-purposed, repackaged and resold was norm. Snoopy here liked it that way.

I looked at her again. Bot-net said she had the gift. She won’t let any other ops pass her by, haters would have to come knocking here first and she had a hot-line for help.

Finding scores as compared to checking out walkins looked like a lot of effort; and that might put someone special right in the cross-hairs. She’d stay hid.

It was agreed. Silently I handed a cheap set of modded goggles to her. She put them on and had the whole routine down in seconds. This job was one-up on watching VR webcams on her home-set, this was a cashed-op to peep marks that might pay off.

I didn’t tell her the goggles won’t work on everyone. They were a way to suggest people, but feeds got vetted and she knew that.

Going on to the next call, I felt a little dirty. A mall-rat that had access to a steady flow of maybes all day long? Being a fink-service tickled her. She’d love the grime more than the work.

Grime paid better than grind these evil days.

The problem was, I needed thousands of people just like her. There were a lot of holdouts out there and I needed to check them all to have any chance of finding something that’d be any use against UFO-guy.

***

I got beeped clear approaching home and ignored the implications. As usual, I was walking back to my place happy enough with the day’s misdeeds; and getting totally ignored by everyone sitting around.

There was another more disturbing dimension to Mindy’s maternal instinct in full play now. See, sometimes the runt of the litter sometimes gets killed by the momma as a Darwin-move.

Starved to death usually. It was more than eating-your-own-young. No, it wasn’t a brawl-gone-bad war-party or Mindy after our teenage girls. She was needling one of her generals, trying to eliminate the unfit from her new squad by pure force of wit.

I guess I intruded on something. My first thought was UFO-guy might sterilize these little efforts even as the discussion on CCCC (command, control, computer and communications) went the way of the dino for more personal insights here.

This was trash-talk, pure comedy gold. Short jokes prevailed for the start, then the crew got nasty.

Appearances, history and results soon followed. That let me catch up on the issues via goggle-box while the generals busily zinged each other and Mindy. It was a brawl in here.

Sad to say, a Pinocchio-AI was the heart of the argument. Each of the generals had their own expert-sys, complete with a fuzzy neural-net HUNCHBACK AI. Tried and true performers; every AI and personal electronic orderlies were loyal, too.

Their kids, sort of. Mindy didn’t like them; it made for four generals and nine plans all in the same room. Ten if bot-net added their two cents worth.

It was hell, a free-for-all melee that looked disturbingly familiar.

Mindy being on one of her killing sprees didn’t help; her generals didn’t seem to know that yet. Full cyborg-combat mode, with the girls and bot-net helping her out.

It looked like a cleanup gene lynch-mob shaving odds at my place; the risky-shift war-committee in full swing and at each other.

The big play centered around the corps tanking; their clones dying off.

That meant the corps were pulling each other down via sabotage or UFO-guy didn’t like their efforts messing up his plans for even the shallow end of the gene-pool.

Mindy was dimpling madly even as she torpedoed moves, plans and efforts. It was carnage on the planning front. Tolerant, supportive and promote each other these guys weren’t.

***

“I wasn’t playing politics, I was working, that’s what I was doing.”

“Scoring, too.” I grumbled as Mindy sat and reviewed the campaigns her generals had taken home. Each of them had a method, they had all headed off to run scenarios. Unhappily. “That was a bloodbath in there, Hon. Ew.”

I’d looked. Most of the new plans were of the total devastation variety; scorched earth warfare and my panicky protests were getting ignored.

“Got enough scanners going bot-net is able to spam the marks and line up more prospects.” I grumbled, still leafing thru the day’s war-plans. They started with total annihilation and worked back. It was a grisly read.
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